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Spur der Steine (Trace of Stones), adapted from Erik Neutsch’s 1964 socialist-realist bestseller and filmed the 
following year, marked a turning point in the development of East German cinema. The overt and covert struggles 
surrounding its production, brief release, and ultimate prohibition changed the way in which East Germany’s 
ruling Communist Party, the SED, handled cinema. At its inception, the main goal of the East German film 
industry was to attract the best craftsmen and artists and stand its ground against the commercial movie 
industry of the West; twenty years later—with the country now firmly behind the Wall—the goal was to create 
a positive East German identity.

The framework of Frank Beyer’s legendary film is provided by a meeting of the local chapter of the SED. It is 
to investigate an illicit affair between Party Secretary Werner Horrath (Eberhard Esche) and engineer Kati 
Klee (Krystyna Stypulskowska), both newcomers to the enormous Schkona construction site. With this frame-
work, Trace of Stones blends genres, which revolve around the character of Hannes Balla (Manfred Krug), 
the charismatic, irreverent and savvy foreman of the site’s carpentry crew. Along with tropes specific to the 
socialist genre of the production tale (“boy meets tractor”), is a love triangle between Balla (who loves Kati), 
Kati (who loves Horrath), and Horrath (who cannot choose between Kati and his wife). Of these, Kati and 
Horrath are actually having an affair. At their meeting, the local Party members debate whether such behavior 
defies “norms of socialist morality,” and then discuss what punishment to mete out. In the end, Kati decides 
to start a new life without either Horrath or Balla.

Trace of Stones conveys a positive vision of East Germany. Among its protagonists are labor activists, apo-
litical retirees, reactionaries, policemen, and Communist Party functionaries. The fictitious construction site 
“Schkona,” modeled after the real industrial centers Leuna and Schkopau, symbolizes the New World that is 
being erected by means of the people’s joint efforts. Beyer’s numerous extreme long shots of vast, half-
empty industrial landscapes signify that bright “future in the making.” The frame narrative portrays the party’s 
unabashed intrusion into its members’ private lives as a matter of routine. While Kati’s decision represents the 
officially promoted emancipation of women in East Germany, the scrutiny to which she is subjected in the film 
also has unmistakably sexist overtones that were far less flattering to the status quo. Balla’s character also 
provides a critique of the absurd inefficiencies common to centralized, state economies; although the Schkona 
site represents a major showplace of east German industrial prowess, in reality we find that one branch must 
steal from another to “meet the goals of the plan.”

In December 1965, the 11th Plenum of the Central Committee of the SED declared the most recent DEFA films 
to be at odds with the doctrines of Marxism-Leninism. After several re-cuts and public previews, some of 
which were marred by stages “audience protests,” was banned, along with 11 other films. While none of 
these were genuinely dissident, the filmmakers had wanted to maintain the trust of their East German viewers. 
Like Kurt Maetzig and others, Frank Beyer wished to support their country’s government with some degree of 
openness, as a means to engage the public in a dialogue about the new society. Beyer, in particular, was not 
only a loyal East German citizen and party member, but also an ambitious artist. In his earlier films, he had 
experimented with non-linear narration including series of flashbacks; he employed a similar narrative 
structure in Trace of Stones and refused to turn his film into a simplistic ideological statement.

Manfred Krug’s portrayal of Balla is arguably the finest performance of his career. This tough guy with a golden 
heart, who stays in the GDR by his own free choice, not by force, could have become a national idol had the 
film been released, a much-needed superhero whose growth from anarchic spontaneity to self-conscious 
discipline called for emulation. But the Party, although supposedly a “working class organization,” feared the 
Ballas of this world more than it trusted them, just as it feared filmmakers with a modicum of aesthetic or intel-
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lectual independence. The fate of Trace of Stones was a shocking eye-opener about East German Communism; 
it was not the result of a grassroots democratic process, but rather of an unremitting exercise in social control. 
Neither East German society nor its cinema ever fully recovered from the trauma.
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